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* In May 1987, then-World Bank president Barber Conable publicly admitted that the organization's
large-scale development projects had inadvertently been responsible for extensive environmental
degradation in the past and promised sweeping reforms in Bank practices. Since that time, the
Bank has shown greater sensitivity on environmental matters. By 1990, the environmental staff
had been increased tenfold, and the Bank had approved a US$117 million project to protect
Brazil's endangered coastal rainforests and the Pantanal wetland and floodplain. In the same year,
the Bank also established the Global Environmental Facility (GEF), a three- year US$1.3 billion
program targeting environmental problems in developing countries that transcended national
boundaries. FY1991 was the first year that all Bank projects were subject to strict environmental
assessment. As of May 1992, the GEF had adopted two major reforms by institutionalizing universal
membership, thus making it more representative and creating a new participants' assembly. The
World Development Report 1992, a Bank publication, illustrated the institution's current emphasis
on environmental restoration and sustainable development by stating, "Policies and programs
for accelerating environmentally responsible development will not happen by themselves. It is
therefore important to seize the current moment of opportunity to bring about real change." Bank's
efforts criticized However, despite recent attempts to initiate environmentally conscious projects,
leading US environmental agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have criticized
the World Bank's Environment Department extensively, calling its efforts misguided. Others have
argued that the institution's extensive bureaucracy leads to great inefficiency in implementing its
environmental policies. NGOs involved in working alongside the Bank's programs often have little
influence over Operations Department officers at critical stages of project design, and a complex
hierarchy leaves even Environmental Department staff members with little input in the day-today operations. Other agencies feel that Bank projects put together to deal with environmental
degradation represent merely token operations designed to impress the international community.
According to the Environmental Defense Fund's Bruce Rich, the Bank's grandstanding actually
hastens avoidable ecological destruction and exacerbates current world problems by threatening
the livelihood of indigenous and tribal peoples. In September 1989, the US Congress found that
more than 1.5 million people were being displaced by such activities. As Rich concludes, "The
Bank is still essentially doing what it has always done: moving large amounts of money to Third
World government agencies for capital-intensive projects or...for free market export-oriented
economic policy changes." NGOs demand World Bank global warming policy Of greatest concern
to NGOs has been the Bank's apathetic response to global warming. According to Greenpeace
International, the Bank is the largest source of energy financing worldwide. However, it does
not yet have a policy on global warming and, in fact, grants loans of US$3 to US$4 billion each
year for energy-sector projects that demonstrably intensify global warming. During the 1980s,
for example, Bank-supported coal-fired power plants accounted for 7% of the increase in carbon
dioxide emissions from the Third World. NGOs argue that policies on climate change and global
warming gases must be developed and investment in energy efficiency encouraged. Many current
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energy expansion projects are capital-intensive and ignore low pollution options, which, according
to Greenpeace, provide equal or superior levels of energy service at up to one-third the cost of
building new facilities. While 18% of 1989 Bank lending was funneled into the energy sector, the
World Bank's Energy Sector Review projects that only 1% of these funds will sponsor energy
conservation over the next four years. NGOs call Bank forestry loans disastrous Another area of
great concern to international ecologists is the impact of Bank operations on forestry. While its loans
for tropical forest conservation projects have tripled since 1989, many of these can be criticized as
being counterproductive, a charge supported by the 8 million ha. of such terrain deforested in Latin
America over the past decade. For example, the "Plan 2010" project in Brazil destroyed thousands
of hectares of tropical rain forests in order to build 200 new hydroelectric power dams in the eastern
Amazon region. Designed to benefit Japanese and US aluminum plants, the huge facilities have
worked to the detriment of the average Brazilian. Similarly, recent loans to Costa Rica have focused
on expanding large-scale export agriculture leading to import dependency and the decimation of
forests through cattle ranching. The marginalization of small farmers, a common side effect resulting
from Bank projects, both in Costa Rica and elsewhere, has resulted in soil erosion, widespread
destruction of rain forests and wasted water resources, giving the country one of the highest rates
of tropical deforestation in the hemisphere. Perhaps because of the extensive criticism the Bank
has received over the last few years, its Environment Department recently announced two new
GEF initiatives that promise some improvement: (1) a power production project using sugarcane
residue in Mauritius that is expected to cut the nation's greenhouse gas emissions by 20%; and
(2) a US$50 million project in Mexico to improve ecotourism. Because the US is the World Bank's
largest stockholder, its policies tend to reflect those of Washington, which feature an environmental
approach many criticize as superficial. However, with the possibility of a new administration in
1993 that could implement Senator Gore's ecologically-sensitive program, and with both Japan
and Europe (which have ever-stronger environmental agendas) gaining greater leverage in Bank
policies in the wake of the Cold War, even critics admit its future may in fact be bright green. * Rina
Agarwala is a Research Associate at the Council on Hemispheric Affairs (COHA). For information
on COHA publications, contact the Council at 724 9th Street, NW, Suite 401, Washington, DC 20001;
(202)393-3322; FAX (202)393-3423.
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